*Light grey denotes evolutionary change to existing structures/processes, while dark grey denotes completely new structure/process; white denotes no change. The top two items are the primary focus of this paper. Strategic Defence and Security Reviews (SDSRs) to accompany regular NSSs over the same time horizon (HM Government 2010a , 2010b . As Edmunds notes, 'taken together, these initiatives represent the biggest revision of the architecture of British strategy-making for decades, and signify a whole-of-government attempt to take seriously the challenges of contemporary strategic practice' (Edmunds 2014, 536) . The Conservative-majority government elected in 2015 continued this NSC and NSS/SDSR system (HM Government 2015), as has Theresa May since becoming Prime Minister (PM) in 2016. And although 2017-18's 'National Security Capabilities Review' (NSCR) (HM Government 2018) has sought to reconcile capability commitments with straitened post-Brexit financial circumstances (Haynes 2017) , May has thus far maintained that the 2015 NSS/SDSR provides a stable framework. 2 Yet for all of this formalization, many in both scholarly and policy circles remain concerned that Britain's much-lamented limitations in national strategy-making continue. 3 Indeed, these formal institutions have themselves been identified as further sites of strategic failure. The NSC is often accused of having become a short-termist crisis-response centre preoccupied with ensuring positive political presentation of the government's choices, rather than a provider of long-term strategic direction (JCNSS 2012a, 4; Devaney and Harris 2014, 30-35 consolidation, meanwhile, which are prone to pre-emption by politically-motivated announcements (Blagden 2015) , and -thanks to their five-yearly regularity -are now themselves a source of rigidity in defence planning assumptions (Cornish and Dorman 2011, 2013; Martin 2011) . Although the 2015 SDSR was received more favourably (for example, The Economist 2015), the 2010 SDSR in particular was 'widely derided for a lack of strategic coherence and a perception that it was led primarily by a hastily implemented and cuts-driven government spending review rather than a by a measured consideration of the UK's strategic circumstances and requirements in the new context of austerity' (Edmunds 2014, 527) .
Given this critical backdrop, this article aims to answer two related questions. First, how have these institutional innovations changed the process of designing security policy in Britain?
Second, do these changes represent an improvement in UK security policymaking that equips the British state with the government machinery needed to protect its citizens in an uncertain, potentially dangerous future?
Drawing on interview research with 25 senior UK officials involved in the post-2010 NSC and NSS/SDSR processes, we find that these institutional reforms have yielded significant changes in government behaviour, which have in turn produced better security policymaking -but not for the reasons often supposed, or professed by the reforms' original architects. In line with popular critique, we find that the formal NSC is often a predominantly tactical body and regularized SDSRs less 'strategic' than their names suggest, falling prey too easily to political/fiscal pre-emption.
However, the existence of these formal institutions has helped the informal institutions that surround British national security policymaking to function better, by becoming more bureaucratically coherent while retaining adaptability. Innovative strategic thought -and associated inter-departmental policy coordination -within Whitehall has often taken place on the informal margins of formal structures: senior officials swapping notes before and after meetings between departmental ministers -and drawing in external perspectives where necessary -to steer, and (Rhodes 2011, 225) .
Unpacking this 'headline' finding, we reach three conclusions. First, the informal institutions surrounding the NSC help to correct for some of the formal institution's shortcomings.
Second, the process surrounding SDSR formulation enables central government to make security policy in a way that circumvents certain audience costs and political constraints generally associated with policy change. 4 Third, taken together, the formal and informal processes surrounding the NSC and NSS/SDSR enable an approach to designing security policy that -while far from perfect -is closer to yielding coherent national strategy than would be feasible in these institutions' absence. These are findings with value far beyond the UK, moreover: our article's insights into the complex strategy-making relationship between formal and informal security policy institutions may be applied to other contexts.
The article first describes the pre-existing complex of UK security policy institutions that the post-2008 formalization built upon. We then introduce the theoretical ideas central to our argument: first, the concept of 'informal institutions' as determinants of the success or failure of 'formal' institutions; second, the concept of audience costs. We next discuss our methodology.
Finally, we present our analysis of interview responses, followed by discussion of the implications of our findings in the British security context.
BRITAIN'S EVOLVING MACHINERY OF NATIONAL STRATEGY
This paper is not the place for an exhaustive history of UK security policy institutions, but provides some background to understand the context into which the NSC and NSS/SDSR have been inserted.
Briefly put, the historical trajectory has been one of increasing formal centralization in the pursuit (Mills 2010; Haddon 2013; Strong 2015) .
Additionally, Cabinet -the formal locus of government policymaking/coordination -had a National Security Committee, bringing together relevant Secretaries of State under PM chairmanship. 5 This Committee was already supported by a Cabinet Office-based National Security Secretariat, which was under the direction of an 'Security and Intelligence Coordinator' (albeit not yet dubbed a 'National Security Adviser'). The JIC held regular meetings to coordinate intelligence and security risk assessments, COBR met to respond to emerging security contingencies, and the Defence Council (embodied mainly in its subsidiaries, the Defence Board and the CSC) met to coordinate military activity.
Alongside this central machinery of government, pre-2010 UK security policy was shaped by defence white papers, averaging approximately one per decade (Taylor 2010; Blackburn 2015) .
The last such pre-2010 review was the 1998 Strategic Defence Review, updated/augmented in 2002 and 2003. Crucially, however, these reviews were irregular, conducted occasionally in response to mounting pressure between threats, resources, and priorities, rather than on the routinized basis mandated post-2010. These pre-/post-2010 differences are summarised in Table 1. [TABLE 1 -included at end of manuscript]
These formalized processes -both central government security policy machinery and crossgovernment security policy reviews -were already complemented by informal policy coordination; a longstanding strength of the Whitehall system. In the early days of the CID, formal Cabinet only (Lauth 2000, 23) . However, neo-institutionalist approaches focus on expected behavioural patterns. North views institutions as, 'game rules for society' (North 1990, 3) , while O'Donnell defines them as, 'a regularized pattern of interaction that is known, practiced, and accepted (if not necessarily approved) by actors who expect to continue interacting under the rules sanctioned and backed by that pattern ' (O'Donnell 1996, 34) .
If institutions are shared norms that lead to convergent expectations of appropriate conduct, we can employ Helmke and Levitsky's definition of formal and informal institutions. The difference between the two lies in the channels through which these rules or procedures are enforced. In formal institutions these channels are official ones such as constitutions, laws, rules, courts, and legislatures. In informal institutions, this is not the case. Both can be equally important in structuring the 'rules of the game', as long as they appear legitimate. Lauth notes that, 'in contrast to formal institutions which receive their legitimacy through the state (and in the case of democracy through the sovereignty of the people), informal institutions are based on auto-licensing (that is, self-enactment and subsequent self-assertion)' (Lauth 2000, 24) . Helmke and Levitsky warn against using informal institutions as a catch-all, residual category. They note that informal institutions, 'must be distinguished from other informal regularities. Not all patterned behaviour is rule-bound or rooted in shared expectations about others' behaviour' (Helmke and Levitsky 2004, 727) . For something to be an informal institution, its violation should be expected to generate an external sanction (Helmke and Levitsky 2004) .
Informal institutions can complement formal ones, playing a pivotal role in sustaining them and enhancing their efficiency (Lauth 2000) . Other informal institutions serve an accommodating role by creating 'incentives to behave in ways that alter the substantive effects of formal rules, but without directly violating them; they contradict the spirit, but not the letter, of the formal rules' (Lauth 2000, 729) . This means that although they do not necessarily enhance formal institutions, they can contribute to their stability by helping political elites adapt to formal changes by reducing the need for official changes in the system. Throughout our interviews with British security elites, we find that focusing on the interactions that take place between formal and informal institutions (as opposed to analysing formal ones only) allows for a better understanding of the effects of recent innovations, such as the NSC and the fixed-term SDSR, on the UK security system. The concept of 'audience costs' -which can limit the flexibility of security policy -also underscores the benefits of the current setup. At their core, audience costs refer to domestic audiences punishing democratic leaders who renege on their promises: the 'cost' being a popularity decline, with potential electoral implications (Thomson 2016) . Even the prospect of paying limited audience costs can affect leaders' behaviour (Tarar and Leventoglu 2013) . Our interview material suggests that fixed-term SDSRs can help the UK government avoid audience costs when changing security policy, thus allowing greater policy flexibility. Elite interviews are useful tools for exploring informal dynamics; published official material is more likely to capture formalized processes only. 25 face-to-face semi-structured interviews were conducted with high-level members of Britain's security policy community over 2015-17, on condition of anonymity. Personnel from different government security agencies/departments were selected based on their knowledge of -and experience with -the design of security policy in the UK, the SDSR process, and/or the NSC. Questions were designed to minimise individuals' incentives to present their own performance in a positive light (Briggs 1986, 2; Aberbach and Rockman 2002; Tansey 2007) , focusing instead on the reforms' effects on institutional behaviour.
ELITE INTERVIEWS
The limitations of interviews aside, our findings are corroborated -albeit not with the granularity that our interviews now provide -by the evidence/assessment of Parliament's Joint
Committee on the National Security Strategy (JCNSS), the legislative body created in 2008 to scrutinize the NSS and its associated bureaucratic machinery. They too find that that key policymakers derive utility from the discussions sustained by the NSC and SDSR processes, even while agreeing that there are limitations on the generation of long-term strategy within the formal institutions themselves (JCNSS 2012a, 4-5; 2014b, 7-8; 2015, 17) . As such, our findings add detailed empirical support -plus theoretical explanation -to that element of the JCNSS's assessment.
Our interviewees hold -or recently held -senior positions in their organizations: Senior
Civil Servants (and equivalent officials) at Director grade or above; Armed Forces officers at Brigadier (1*) level or higher. 10 Interviewees were either active in the UK system, or recently 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 F o r R e v i e w O n l y Commonwealth Office (FCO) (two current, one retired), the Department for International Development (DfID) (one), the Cabinet Office (three), defence think-tanks (two), senior academics specializing in UK security (two), the Home Office (one, retired), the National Security Secretariat (one, retired), and a retired Security and Intelligence Coordinator.
Interviews were structured to gauge views on the following areas: national and international security landscape (and appropriateness of UK security policy), the nature of inter-organizational relationships, decision-making processes leading up to the current (and past) SDSR, effectiveness of the NSC, determining how power/influence was exerted within the UK security system, and identifying factors that hinder the flexibility of security policies in crises. A grounded theory approach was utilised to analyse the data -having begun with the puzzle of the UK's newlyformalized security policy institutions coupled to critiques that these institutions are not as 'strategic' as they could be, and with a sense that much Whitehall business is done on the informal fringes of formal gatherings, we set out to explore this formal/informal interface. Our approach thus reflects a feedback loop between inductive and deductive inference (Blagden 2016) . We answer our guiding research question, 'Does the recent re-structuring of the UK's security process represent an improvement in UK security policymaking that equips the British state with the policy flexibility needed to protect its citizens in an uncertain future?' by disaggregating it into three parts.
(1) How do formal and informal institutions interact with each other in the newly-formed NSC?
(2) How do formal and informal institutions interact with each other in the fixed-term SDSR? (3) What are the overall effects of the NSC and the five-year SDSR on the flexibility of national security policy in the present international security environment?
(1) THE NATIONAL SECURITY COUNCIL Formally, the NSC is defined as, 'the main forum for collective discussion of the Government's objectives for national security and about how best to deliver them in the current financial climate' Interviewees framed the creation of the NSC as a response to the changing conceptualization of national security (Williams 2003; Humphreys 2015) . As one noted, security 'is a much broader concept now than it was and reflected in the UK with the creation of the National Security Council, to take the place of informal co-ordination arrangements between the major departments'. Although some interviewees saw value in some aspects of the NSC, the overwhelming consensus was that is was not carrying out its stated objective of setting national strategy, or even significantly aiding the design of national security policy. Instead, it was claimed discussions stayed at an operational or tactical level, making it more of a 'responsive crisis management organization'. This situation produces frustration, given both that COBR already exists for the short-term crisis management function, and the potential the NSC has to become the strategically-oriented forum many interviewees believe its American counterpart to be. 13 One interviewee noted, 'It's got the right people round the table, the right Ministers and the right officials; 14 it has the potential to look at things in a strategic fashion, as well as a tactical one, but I think most people would agree that under the current administration [Cameron] the Prime Minister tends to be tactical, rather than strategic'.
Although May was initially perceived as less 'tactical' than Cameron (O'Neill 2016), the NSC is still seldom viewed as taking the strategic role it was intended to have.
Interviewees identified two main explanations for the strategic under-utilization of the NSC.
Some were quite unspecific, stating that it simply did not seem to use the power it could have. One 9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 F o r R e v i e w O n l y respondent commented that the NSC 'has to be invested with power'. Several others pinpointed the relevance of the National Security Adviser's (NSA) professional background, claiming that having a bureaucratic official such as a diplomat in the role (which has been the case thus far) limited its influence. It was suggested it might operate at a more strategic level if the NSA was, 'politically significant and also independent, someone the PM could listen to, someone who could direct the NSC, work out policy and then present it to the PM or Home Secretary'. Another interviewee proposed that having a NSA who was a 'secureaucrat' (a defence, security and strategy specialist, rather than a Whitehall 'generalist') might also make a difference. 15 This proposition suggests that the NSC's power as a formal institution has not been invested informally by UK security elites to a universal/consistent extent.
Interview material suggests two significant objectives the NSC could fulfil for the Whitehall security policy community (but has not hitherto fully achieved). These are (a) to present a unifying national aim, especially in times of international crisis, and (b) to enhance inter-departmental coordination. One interviewee saw the NSC as being designed in part to, 'bring the right people together and break down organisational barriers… there's a whole chapter in the 2010 SDSR which was an attempt to set up the frameworks that would embed the right sort of cross-cutting behaviours and approaches.' Another lamented that he did not yet see this objective being met: 'I think it still hasn't quite got a complete grip. I mean, it's a very important body but actually taking very strategic direction, turning it into task for departments is something that's not quite there yet, so we haven't got that mechanism between the NSC, and the departments. Each department, quite rightly, should provide options.' Several interviewees highlighted how the NSC format does facilitate cooperation that might be more difficult in larger group settings. In the Cameron era, the NSC was a 'good handling tool', when Liberal Democrat and Conservative Party members' views diverged. In the post-Cameron era, it serves a similar function between disputing factions of the Conservative The need for the first aim was characterized as follows: 'I think inevitably we all view these things from slightly different angles because we have slightly different mandates: making sure that we've got a unified aim at the beginning is absolutely critical. More strategically, I think, it's about having a clear aim and that's really difficult because the goal or aim perhaps changes over time, inevitably as politics plays into it, but I would suggest that in Afghanistan we changed far too often.
You need to make that clear from the beginning because then each of the government departments can understand their part in the plan and I think we weren't crystal clear to start with what we were trying to achieve and then, at times, that led to departments pursuing their own agendas and in a slightly divergent way. Perhaps that's natural and therefore, it should come together at, inverted commas, 'Board level' which is the National Security Council who should be able to review this and make sure the departmental strategies are aligned, and the mechanisms exist. How often and how well they're used is, is a different matter.'
However, although these aims were not being achieved formally at NSC meetings, significant informal advances were being made at so-called 'pre-NSC sessions', separate fromand prior to -gatherings of the full (ministerial) NSC and subordinate bureaucrats NSC(Officials). 16 These informal pre-meetings also take place before NSC sub-committee meetings, and are not always face-to-face encounters, effectively turning a two-step formal process into a three-step reality. During crises, informal pre-sessions became part of the weekly schedule for representatives of different Whitehall departments. They also structure the work of participating officials back in their 'home' organisation. As one interviewee noted, 'From what I've seen there's an aversion to bringing the debate into the room, there's a sense that everything needs to be sorted before it gets to the NSC'. Another described the dynamics of these 'pre-sessions' in more detail: 'I think the power lies in the informal network but it is implemented through the formal network, right up to papers that might go to NSCs through an SDSR process or a spending review process and all the rest of it, when you have the set-piece meetings. Now, they would go out into these one hourlong meetings with three or four agenda items which were huge topics, you wouldn't talk about it for ten minutes. There's a lot to get through. So those meetings had to just get focus down to the key points and all of that done was in all the pre-sessions'. These inter-departmental pre-sessions were described as, 'we generated narratives or how we shaped it to what we thought, actually had to be focused on in the one hour session, saying, look, we totally get why you're interested in this, but there's a lot of challenges in this, but maybe if we shape it in a certain way, it becomes more feasible, more doable, more palatable.'
Other interviewees highlighted the importance of these informal pre-meetings across Whitehall. 'There are also informal contacts which go on a lot of time outside these committees so there will probably be informal discussions in the run up to these committees to say, around
Whitehall, 'what do you think of this, what's going on that, or, indeed, the default, behaviour is various drafting and re-drafting of the papers so papers will be written, they'll be cleared around Whitehall, people will have the chance to comment on them before they then get to the formal concrete decision points or advisory points which might be in the full committee board.' These networks of regularized, embedded, and often strategically decisive pre-meetings thus operate as informal institutions that enhance and sustain the NSC. They have become as institutionalized as the NSC's weekly meetings, but -vitally -remain flexible; their frequency and composition varies from crisis to crisis. For instance, during the worst of the 2014-16 'Ebola Crisis', 'a lot of it was out of committee, there was a bunch of us from the various government departments that met every single morning at nine o'clock… over in the Foreign Office'.
Admittedly, there are potential pitfalls with such a set-up. Several interviewees expressed concern over significant policy discussions taking place informally, as it could limit the political accountability of important national decisions. Such concerns were one of the main rationales for 
(2) A FIXED-TERM STRATEGIC DEFENCE AND SECURITY REVIEW
While the NSS assesses levels of security risk to the UK and appropriate strategic responses, the SDSR seeks to procure and assign forces/capabilities to address such risks. 17 The SDSR process is thus intended to conduct comprehensive, cross-departmental analysis of national security/defence needs, in line with the NSS, before setting/allocating resources via capability choices. The SDSR is our focus, rather than the NSS, because of the resource-induced trade-offs between competing capabilities that it entails, and the associated political contestation. That said, Britain's post-2008 turn to a 'risk-based' NSS, underpinned by the NSRA, is an important part of the context to our argument (Edmunds 2012 (Edmunds , 2014 Cornish and Dorman 2013; Hammerstad and Boas 2014; Porter 2016 ): attempting to weigh likelihood against impact for the possible universe of adverse security contingencies represents the heart of the planning challenge for both the NSC and the SDSR, and the informal networks that enable/sustain them.
The most recent quinquennial SDSR took place in 2015; a first preceded in 2010. The novelty is not the review in itself -as noted, 1998 also saw an SDR -but that it has been formally regularized. While the 2010 SDSR was widely criticized -mostly for the perception that it was a Our interviewees agree with this public reception: 'It's an opportunity to change everything.
It's absolutely an opportunity for strategic rebalancing, so if things have changed, this is a really good opportunity in a considered, rather than reactive way, to make a strategic change. It's harder for a government who was in power at the last time to make that change but this is their opportunity to do so.' Another interviewee also highlights how the SDSR can enhance policy flexibility, 'Defence reviews allow you to make decisions and they give you a focus for those decisions so it's hard for me to say, 'I've concluded in apparent isolation that this particular programme or this particular piece of my force-structure isn't a good idea anymore so I'm going to get rid of it and do something else with it', because you then get, why today, why not tomorrow, how's this decision situated? …you find yourself standing on the floor of the House of Commons defending your entire approach to national security because you make one dramatic switch and why not more? Whereas if you've got a bounded exercise, a review that looks comprehensively at all of that, then there's your answer, your answer is, I've taken a comprehensive look at everything I do within the defence and the security enterprise and in the context of that comprehensive look, looking at threats, risks, my approach, resources, I've made a series of decisions against a coherent re-appraisal of the challenges and the outputs I need to deliver. That's a much, much easier conversation to have rather than, I just woke up this morning and suddenly I decided this was a bad idea.'
While having a fixed-term NSS/SDSR ensures an overall examination of national security at least every five years, it does not preclude smaller revisions in between. The 2017-18 NSCR constitutes such a sub-review: the size/configuration of specific capabilities has been reconsidered, but not the overarching NSRA. As one interviewee explained, this mini-review 'isn't looking at ends; instead it's just focusing on the means, on a part of the big picture'. That said, the manner of (Chuter 2017) , it lacks the political cover against audience costs provided by the 'regular' SDSR cycle -and sure enough, it has become an acrimonious focal point for political criticism (BBC 2017).
Although generally in favour of some sort of predictable spending review process, interviewees had varying degrees of support for fixed-term SDSRs. At one end of the spectrum, supporters contend that the NSS/SDSR process is now the primary means by which UK security policy is designed. Its role in reining-in defence costs and reducing uncertainty was also highlighted. At the other extreme, one interviewee claimed that, 'it's a great big charade. The SDSR, in and of itself, basically consists of political masters taking decisions on defence spending, fundamentally, which they take in advance, or separate from the SDSR, and then justify through the SDSR process, right? In theory the SDSR then informs the Spending Review, but the SDSR was announced the same day or the day before the Spending Review. I see it as a monster of a bureaucratic exercise, fundamentally to give window-dressing to decisions that have been made or are being made separately in smoke-filled rooms about whether we want aircraft carriers or not and Trident. I think the review itself is largely irrelevant to that process except to justify it, these formal processes have very little impact on what we actually do'.
The process preceding the 2015 SDSR document implies at least six months of intra-/interdepartmental review. A seemingly contradictory dynamic started occurring this time around: the PM began making public announcements ring-fencing resources to be allocated to some departments. Some of these announcements reflect security commitments (Blagden 2015) , such as 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 F o r R e v i e w O n l y allocating two percent of GDP towards defence, which sends a strong signal to both international partners and pro-defence domestic elements. As one interviewee noted, 'all these things ought to be saved up to be announced at the SDSR but in fact the PM needs to announce them, normally for political reasons, so at Conservative Party Conference, the NATO summit in Wales you need to have something deliverable and that's where the kind of PR machine which has a time in horizon. So that's very, very frustrating for the planners.' Publicly announced commitments also included the 0.7 percent of GDP to go towards Overseas Development Aid, stating that there would be no reduction of the 82,000 Army regulars, as well as tactical-level prioritization of certain intelligencegathering resources, such as remotely-piloted aerial vehicles. That these commitments are made outside the formal SDSR process does not limit their effects or importance. Interviewees emphatically claimed that once the PM made such a public announcement it became a real constraint for those carrying out the SDSR process.
Interviewees saw these public announcements made by the PM as contradicting the spirit of the SDSR -theoretically, such policy decisions should have been discussed across various Whitehall departments before decision/publication. 18 In this sense, they can be seen as the second type of informal institution: one that alters the purpose of the formal SDSR process, without technically violating it. However frustrating and out-of-place these public commitments by the PM might have seemed, they served a vital function in 2015, and were crucial to avoiding repeat of the 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 constitutes security has also been matched by a change in the arrangements in the UK for managing these issues. You can argue that the NSC actually has brought a helpful change and, to some extent we are a bit better now at putting practical success and effect to the rhetoric of comprehensive approaches. Well, we didn't really have comprehensive approaches and we learnt hard lessons in
Iraq and Afghanistan about how difficult it is to link up humanitarian aid and hard security elements Having regular SDSRs can help avoid audience costs. That is, the SDSR fulfils a vital political function: it allows the PM to reduce potential loss of domestic support if he/she changes course on a prior commitment to security policy. This function can seem especially relevant if political actors know an SDSR will take place every five years. Several interviewees commented on the benefits of this set-up, 'Doing a U-turn is thought to be very bad because in the British political culture we have it's the same as saying, 'come and hit me,' and so I think there is very little incentive for any to say, 'you know what, we didn't get this quite right or things have changed. The fact is that governments make mistakes and it's, it's very, very difficult for any government to admit, sometimes you get the government continuing on a policy which is wrong… Very, very rarely do you get a change of direction, perhaps that's actually the most important reason why you need an SDSR because it gives cover, political cover to say, 'not that we made a mistake but the world has changed and therefore we're going to change. That's kind of how it's framed.'
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Formally instituting an SDSR at regular intervals, giving the PM the opportunity to change course without paying a high cost with relevant political audiences (either in Whitehall or in the international arena), can help the newly-formed NSC achieve one of its main functions: providing unifying strategic objectives in the face of a deteriorating national security environment. Politicians often favour vague statements to avoid accountability in the event that they renege on announced threats or policy commitments. This situation has led some to advise taking a 'strategically vague' stance (Baum 2004) . One interviewee claims 'that attitude then does lead to trying to be a little bit vague about your own status and your timeline and things, because then you can't be held to account for failure, but that doesn't help the, sort of, levers of power running to a unifying aim, um, so it would be really good if we could address that in some way.' It will be more feasible for HM Government to define clear, concise, and unifying courses of action through the NSC if the The analyses here suggest that considering both the formal and the informal dimensions of the recent overhaul of the UK security design process presents a different picture than a narrow focus on the effects of the formal changes only. The NSC has the potential to present a unifying national aim when confronting the wide array of security challenges the UK is currently exposed to.
Having such an aim can be crucial when personnel from government bodies as diverse as the MoD, DfID, and the FCO are involved but their specific missions differ, given the absence of a clear 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 While these recent transformations improve the design and implementation of security policy in the UK, significant limitations exist in the British strategic context, which may constrain the NSC from fully discharging its formal mandate to define national strategy. Like any country, British strategic behaviour is shaped by a combination of external and internal security threats, material wherewithal to address those threats, domestic-political constraints and opportunities, and strategic-cultural idiosyncrasies (Kitchen 2010) . Since the late 2000s -and certainly since Russia's 2014 invasion of Ukraine and re-confrontation with NATO -certain 'old', pre-1990 threats (nuclear-armed hostile major powers) have returned to Britain's security environment while the 'new' threats of the 1990s and 2000s (mass-casualty terrorism, proliferation, climate change, migration, and so on) have not disappeared. In this climate of limited capabilities and multiple potential dangers, coherent and effective national strategy-making remains vital, but harder to achieve. Britain also faces the complication that -via its bandwagoning relationship with the United States -it is not solely the fashioner of its own grand strategy but also a cog in someone 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 15 All four UK NSAs to date have been drawn from the FCO, so while they hold extensive diplomatic expertise, there is notably less defence/intelligence background. 16 The NSC(Officials) exists as a formal pre-gathering of supporting/coordinating bureaucrats, subordinate to the full Cabinet-level NSC (JCNSS 2012b, 28; 2015, 17) . The formal meetings of the NSC(O) are not the priority of this article, however -it is the day-to-day informal arrangements between policymakers, engendered and necessitated by the rhythm of the NSC, that matter most. 17 In 2010, the two were published as separate documents; in 2015, they were published together. 18 Other constraints include political party manifestoes, media commentary, and divergent elements within the governing party's electoral coalition. 19 As Cameron experienced early in his premiership, changing course on high-profile defence commitments outside the SDSR process can carry heavy political costs (Hopkins and Norton-Taylor 2012) . 20 Following June 2017's hung Parliament, a further election before 2022 is not improbable . 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60   F  o  r  R  e  v  i  e  w  O  n  l  y 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60   F  o  r  R  e  v  i  e  w  O  n  l  y 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59 1  2  3  4  5  6  7  8  9  10  11  12  13  14  15  16  17  18  19  20  21  22  23  24  25  26  27  28  29  30  31  32  33  34  35  36  37  38  39  40  41  42  43  44  45  46  47  48  49  50  51  52  53  54  55  56  57  58  59  60 
